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Introduction 
Already since Song times at the latest there was a continuous rather than a purely sporadic 
transfer of medicinal knowledge from China to Japan, a transfer and interchange that was 
greatly favoured by an increasing availability of medical texts in China due to the print revolu-
tion. Early transmitters and specialists at that time were, as a rule, Buddhist monks and their 
institutions who managed to built up a non-official supra-regional, trans-national network that 
operated irrespective of sporadic government-to-government contacts in East Asia.1 The trans-
fer of medicinal knowledge and formulas grew to such an extent that Andrew Goble even 
speaks of a “pharmaceutical silk route” starting at that time, which “provided a qualitative leap 
forward for Japanese medicine”.2 We can clearly depict a direction of knowledge flowing from 
China, where medicine also gradually adopted, for example, Islamic medicinal knowledge and 
practices, to Japan.  
 In the centuries that followed, the interest in Japan for Chinese medicinal knowledge and 
specialists continued, although by early modern times, that is starting from approximately 1600, 
it was no longer primarily Buddhist monks who maintained this exchange network but increas-
ingly merchants, physicians and official personalities, including the ruling elites. 
 As for the Ryūkyūs, we know that they lacked medicinal specialists, knowledge and drugs, 
which figured, thus, among the highly demanded products. Already Chen Kan 陳侃 (1489–
1538) reported after his return from an official voyage to the Ryūkyūs in 1534 (Jiajing 13) that 
the country had no doctors or medicinal drugs (guo wu yiyao 國無醫藥).3 An “Office of a Palace 
Physician” (Taiyi guan 太醫官) was, for example, not established within the king’s palace before 
1651.4 
                                                 
1  Cf. Andrew Edmund Goble, Confluences of Medicine in Medieval Japan. Buddhist Healing, Chinese Knowledge, Islamic 
Formulas, and Wounds of War. (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2011), 7. 
2  Op. cit., 115. 
3  Chen Kan 陳侃, Shi Liuqiu lu 使琉球錄, 34a (69), in Huang Runhua 黃潤華, Xue Ying 薛英 (eds.), Guojia 
tushuguan cang Liuqiu ziliao huibian 國家圖書館藏琉球資料匯編 (Beijing: Beijing tushuguan chubanshe, 
2000), 34a. 3 vols., vol. 1, 1-100, here 69. 
4  Fu Lang 傅朗, “Qingdai Zhongguo yaocai shuru Liuqiu kao” 清代中國藥材輸入琉球考, in Diwujie 
ZhongLiu lishi guanxi xueshu huiyi weiyuanhui 第五屆中琉歷史關係學術委員會 (ed.), Diwujie ZhongLiu 
lishi guanxi xueshu huiyi lunwenji 第五屆中琉歷史關係學術會議論文集 (Fuzhou: Fujian jiaoyu chubanshe, 
1996), 678-704, 693. 
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Japan’s and Ryūkyū’s interest in Chinese medicinal knowledge  
Between 1600 and 1800 Japanese society gradually shifted from one dominated by the samurai 
(shi 侍) military class and an imperial aristocracy (kizoku 貴族) to an increasingly commercial-
ized society with rising importance of merchants and commoners. One development going 
along with this change was the rise of a group or class of literati (bunjin 文人) who identified 
themselves with the Confucian classical tradition. While traditional Buddhist scholarship and 
classical Japanese literature maintained a strong influence among monks and aristocrats, an 
emerging class of secular scholars based their ideas on Confucian learning and Chinese state-
craft.5 The Buddhist clergy, formerly of utmost importance for both national and international, 
foreign state matters, gradually lost its secular functions in foreign and civil matters. This Con-
fucian trend also influenced the area of science, such as medicine, in Japan. Physicians, mathe-
maticians and other scientists “were likely to be as classically literate as Chinese mandarins who 
had passed the civil examinations.”6 Both Japanese scholars and shoguns highly desired Chi-
nese classical texts as well as recent medical, mathematical and scientific publications from Chi-
na. The trend of appreciation of traditional Chinese medicine had actually already started in the 
early seventeenth century at the latest. 
Interest in Chinese medical texts (including texts on materia medica, herbs etc.) and physi-
cians continued unabated throughout the eighteenth century. Japanese shōguns, like Tokugawa 
Yoshimune 德川吉宗 (r. 1716–1745), even permitted Chinese translations of Western Jesuit 
works to enter Japan. In 1720, Yoshimune also abolished a ban on the import of foreign books 
in classical Chinese on astronomy and medicine.7 The interest in Chinese medical texts as well 
as medicinal knowledge was also shared by the Satsuma 薩摩 ruling clan family Shimazu 島津, 
in particular Shimazu Shigehide 島津重豪 (1745–1833). Satsuma, it should be mentioned, 
officially subjugated the Ryūkyūs in 1609 and it continued to play a particular role within the 
smuggling networks in the East Asian waters at that time. And Japan continued to be interested 
in medicinal drugs from China. 
Due to the lack of medicinal knowledge and specialists, the king of the Ryūkyūs (entry for 
Kangxi 19, that is 1680) issued an order to recruit island people from Miyako 宮古 to study the 
art of medicine, because the island traditionally did not have any doctors but diseases were nu-
merous and, consequently, many people lost their lives. Two local students were subsequently 
trained in pharmacy for nine years by two imperial pharmacologists. From that time onward, 
knowledge on the principles of medicine was never lost again.8 Another entry in the Kyūyō 球
                                                 
5  Nakamura Kyukaryō 中村久四郎, “Kōshōgaku gaisetsu” 考證學概說, in Kinsei Nihon no Jūgaku 近世日本
の儒學 (Tōkyō: Iwanami shoten, 1941), 701-729; Benjamin Elman, “Sinophiles and Sinophobes in Tokuga-
wa Japan: Politics, Classicism, and Medicine in the Eighteenth Century”, East Asian Science, Technology, and Socie-
ty: An International Journal (2008), in http://www.princeton.edu/~elman/documents/Sinophiles and Sino-
phobes -- fulltext.pdf, 7 (accessed 30.04.2013). 
6  Benjamin Elman, “Sinophiles and Sinophobes in Tokugawa Japan” with reference to his A Cultural History of 
Civil Service Examination in Late Imperial China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), chapter 3. 
7  Benjamin Elman, “Sinophiles and Sinophobes in Tokugawa Japan”, 14. 
8    Kyūyō kenkyūkai 球陽研究會 (ed.), Kyūyō 球陽 (Tōkyō: Kadokaha shoten, Shōwa 53), 224-225, entry no. 
379 (宮古島始學醫術). Okinawa bunka shiryō shūsei 5. The Chinese doctors mentioned here are a so-called 
Xiu Chuan 休傳 and Yi’an 意安; I have not been able to find any further information on them 
though. See also Fu Lang, “Qingdai Zhongguo yaocai”, 693. 
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陽 reports that originally the people all applied Japanese medicine (wayaku 和藥) and no medic-
inal drugs (from China?) to cure all the diseases. Only after using formulas from the Fukyū ruihō
普救類方 (Miscellaneous prescriptions for daily aid; 1729, Kyōhō 14), a compilation of prescriptions 
by two Japanese doctors of the Tokugawa period, Ryōteki Hayashi林良適 (1695–1731) and 
Niwa Seihaku (also read Shōhaku) 丹羽正伯 (1700–1752), did this change.9 This book had 
been compiled on the order of Tokugawa Yoshimune and contains numerous quotations from 
both Tokugawa and Chinese medical texts, such as for example from Li Shizhen’s李時珍 
(1518–1593) Bencao gangmu 本草綱目 (General outline on materia medica) or Ge Hong’s 葛洪 
(283–343) Zhouhou beiji fang 肘後備急方 (Prescriptions for emergencies after the pulse-taking). Yo-
shimune, thus, explicitly intended to apply Chinese medical knowledge and drugs in Japan and 
combine it with local knowledge. But as late as 1744 (Qianlong 9) there were still many com-
plaints about a lack of physicians and the Ryūkyūs time and again asked China for the dis-
patchment of doctors, especially if a member of the royal family got sick, as we will see below. 
Apparently, many people fell sick or were simply injured because of taiphoons or the windy, 
humid climate or got infected with smallpox, as entries in Chūzan seifu 中山世譜 suggest.10 
A collection of correspondence between the Chinese doctor Cao Cunxin Renbo 曹存心
仁伯 (1767–1834)11 and a physician from the Ryūkyū-Islands, Lü Fengyi 呂鳳儀, alias To-
kashiki Tsūkan 渡嘉敷通寛 (1794–1846/49), the Liuqiu baiwen 琉球百問 (One hundred ques-
tions from the Ryūkyūs), which we have investigated elsewhere, also attests to the importance of 
medical knowledge for the Ryūkyūs.12 Tokashiki Tsūkan was one of the famous royal physi-
cians on the Ryūkyūs and author of the Gozen honzō 御膳本草 (Materia medica of imperial dietary), 
completed in 1832.13 Cao Cunxin was a doctor from Fushan 福山, Changshu 常熟 County in 
Jiangsu 江蘇, close to modern Shanghai, and a student of another famous physician, Xue 
Xingtian 薛性天.14 
 The Chinese, it should be mentioned, also tried to control the exportation of certain texts. 
During the Ming and Qing dynasties it was, for example, forbidden to foreigners, especially to 
tribute envoys, to take specific Chinese historical works but also those with technical and scien-
                                                 
 9  Kyūyō, 315, entry no. 1053. 
10  Liuqiu baiwen, 53; Kyūyō, 328, entry no. 1140; Fu Lang, “Qingdai Zhongguo yaocai”, 693. For smallpox cf. 
Chūzan seifu 中山世譜, ed. by Iha Fuyū 伊波普猷, Higashionna Kanjun 東恩納寬惇 and Yokoyama Shi-
geru 橫山重. Ryūkyū shiryō sōsho 琉球史料叢書, 4 (Tōkyō: Kazama, 1972), vol. 2, passim. 
11  Whereas the preface to the modern edition of the Liuqiu baiwen states that Cao Cunxin passed away in 1833, 
other medical dictionaries give 1834 as his year of death. 
12  Cf. Angela Schottenhammer, “The ‘Liuqiu baiwen 琉球百問’ (Hundred Questions from the Liuqius; 1859) by Cao 
Cunxin Renbo 曹存心仁伯 (1767–1834): an example of an intercultural encounter in the field of medicine”, 
in Angela Schottenhammer, Trade and Transfer across the East Asian ‘Mediterranean’ [East Asian Maritime History 
1] (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 2004), 235-274. 
13  The Gozen honzō 御膳本草 uses and quotes for example Chinese medical books, such as the Bencao gangmu 本
草綱目 by Li Shizhen 李時珍 (1518–1593), the Shijing 食經 (Classics on dietary) by Cui Hao 崔浩 (381–450), 
or the Jiuhuang bencao 救荒本草 (Materia medica of famine food) compiled by Zhu Su 朱橚 (d. 1425); and he cop-
ied many passages from the Shiwu bencao 食物本草 (Materia medica of dietary), originally compiled by Li Gao 李
杲 (1180–1251) and later edited by Qian Yunzhi 錢允治 (1542–c. 1621), which reached Japan in 1651. 
14  Cf. for example Chen Menglai 陳梦賚 (ed.), Zhongguo lidai mingyi zhuan 中國歷代名醫傳 (Beijing: Kexue guji 
chubanshe, 1987), 470-471. 
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tific contents beyong China’s borders.15 In addition, it was officially prohibited to both Satsuma 
and Japan to maintain trade relations with China at that time. As a consequence, Satsuma as 
well as Japan sought for contacts with China unofficially via the Ryūkyū Islands. The Ryūkyūs, 
consequently, constituted a part of Sino-Japanese relations at that time. 
 
Chinese medicinal knowledge and specialists in Japan and Ryūkyū 
Kidnapping or smuggling of Chinese physicians to Japan has been a kind of popular sports in 
seventeenth century East Asia.16 A certain Xu Zhilin 徐之遴 (c. 1599–1678), for example, in 
1619 (Genwa 元和 5) was kidnapped and taken to Japan, where his career really took off well. 
He first worked for the local daimyō of Satsuma before, in 1624, he was employed by the daimyō 
of Hyūga 日向, Itō Sukenori 伊東祐慶 (1589–1636), also named Mr Tōzen 東禅公, as per-
sonal physician (shiyi 侍醫). Obviously, members of the Japanese elite who could afford this, 
tried to hire Chinese physicians to treat them and even were involved in getting merchant-
pirates to kidnap qualified people from China, if necessary. 
 But Chinese also went voluntarily to Japan. This trend continued throughout the early and 
mid-eighteenth century, a development that has to be seen in direct relation with Tokugawa 
Yoshimune’s policy proclaimed in 1718 (Kyōhō 3) to order ship captains to bring good Chi-
nese physicians to Japan.17 Officially, this should be mentioned, no diplomatic relations existed 
between the Qing and Japan until 1871. A great deal of knowledge and people, thus, moved at 
least unofficially into Japan. 
Two Chinese shipmasters, Li Shengxian 李蕂先 and Zhong Shengyu 鐘聖玉, who en-
joyed a good reputation and had both been awarded additional trading licenses for Japan at the 
time when the number of licenses was adjusted in 1717 (Kyōhō 2), received an order to bring 
Chinese physicians to Japan. In 1719, Li Shengxian brought Wu Dainan 呉戴南, a doctor 
from Suzhou, to Nagasaki. Unfortunately, Wu Dainan, being fifty-six years old, soon became ill 
and died. In 1721 (Kyōhō 6), another physician from Suzhou 蘇州, Chen Zhenxian 陳振先 
(1681–1755), and a doctor from Ningbo 寧波, Zhu Laizhang 朱来章, came to Japan. In 1725 
(Kyōhō 10), Zhou Qilai 周歧来 from Suzhou followed. Chen Zhenxian is the author of a 
work on medicinal plants entitled Caiyao lu 採藥錄 (1721).18 From the Japanese side, thus, this 
                                                 
15  Erhard Rosner, “Zum Verbot der Weitergabe chinesischer Geschichtswerke an die Barbaren”, in Wolfgang 
Bauer (Hrsg.), Studia Sino-Mongolica. Festschrift für Herbert Franke. (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1979), 89-96. 
16  Wang Su, „Sino-Japanische Beziehungen im Bereich der Medizin: Der Fall des Xu Zhilin 徐之遴 (c. 1599–
1678)“, in Angela Schottenhammer (ed.), Trade and Transfer across the East Asian “Mediterranean” [East Asian Ma-
ritime History 1] (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 2005), 185-234. 
17  Ōba Osamu大庭脩 (ed.), Kyōhō jidai no Nit-Chū kankei shiryō. Shushi sankyō daishū 享保時代の日中関係資
料 2 <朱氏三兄弟集>. Kinsei Nit-Chū kōshō shiryō shū 近世日中交渉史料集 3. (Kyōto: Kansai daigaku 
shuppansha, 1995), 703, Kansai daigaku Tōzai gakujutsu kenkyūjo shiryō shūkan 關西大學東西學術研究所資料
集刊 9–3. Henceforthwith SSSKDS; also Xu Shihong 徐世虹, Jianghu [Edo] shidai RiZhong mihua 江户时代
日中秘話 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1997), 133, a Chinese translation of Ōba Osamu’s Edo jidai no Nit-Chū 
hiwa; also Erhard Rosner, Medizingeschichte Japans [Handbuch der Orientalistik] (Leiden, Köln: E. J. Brill, 1989), 
64. 
18  Qiyang Caiyao lu 崎陽採藥錄, in SSSKDS, 689-700; cf. also Pan Jixing 潘吉星, “Shiba shiji lü Ri de Zhong-
guo yixuejia Chen Zhenxian, Zhou Qilai jiqi zhuzuo” 十八世紀旅日的中國醫學家陳振先周岐來及其
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exchange was, let me say, at least half-official – not so, however, from the Chinese side. Not 
only physicians and veterinarians but also medical books and even medicinal drugs were smug-
gled out of China. Zhou Qilai helped to publish a pediatric text from the Ming dynasty entitled 
Youke zhezhong 幼科折衷 (Different views on pediatrics) by Qin Changyu 秦昌遇, which was held 
by Yuge Kiyotane 弓削清胤, a Confucian scholar from Kumamoto 熊本. In the winter of 
1725 (kyōhō 10), Zhou Qilai wrote a bibliographic note on this text, the Zhezhong yuanliu 折衷源
流 (Origins of the [Youke] zhezhong), and in 1726 (kyōhō 11) a preface to the work.19 These two 
texts by Zhou Qilai were then added to the original work and published in the 7th month of 
1727 by the Kumamoto domain. As reported, he was able to leave the Chinese Compound 
(Tōjin yashiki 唐人屋敷)20 and permitted to stay at the residence of the Great Interpreter (tsūji 
通事) Yanagiya Jizaemon 柳屋次左衛門, where he definitely also cured people. This was not 
an exceptional situation. In 1726, also Zhou’s younger brother, Zhou Qixing 周歧興, came to 
Japan, on board the ship of a certain Lu Nanpo 陸南坡. He, too, was permitted to stay at the 
residence of Yanagiya-san assisting him with the preparation of medicinal drugs.21 A certain 
Sun Fuzhai 孫輔齋 also stayed at Yanagiya-san’s house for this purpose.22 
Thirty-three smugglers were, for example, caught during the four months from September 
to December 1728, reported the governor-general of Zhejiang, Li Wei 李衛 (1687?–1738)23. 
They smuggled bows, doctors, monks and maps from China to Japan. The Qingchao Rouyuan ji 
清朝柔遠記 (Record of being gracious to those from afar during the Qing period) also provides us with 
some information on smuggling. In Yongzheng 6 (1728), it is reported, the maritime merchants 
Zhong Qinjian 種覲天24 and Shen Shunchang 沈順昌 possessed Japanese trading certificates. 
Shen Shunchang once took archery and a veterinary doctor from Suzhou who could treat 
horses, named Song 宋, to Japan.25 A certain Guo Yuguan 郭裕觀 from Xiamen smuggled a 
                                                                                                                                            
著作. “Edo shidai RiZhong yixue jiaoliushi xilie yanjiu zhi yi” 江戶時代日中醫學交流史系列研究之一, 
Kyōto daigaku jinbun kagaku kenkyūjo hōkoku 京都大學人文科學研究所報告 3 (1991), 658-751. 
19  “Youke zhezhong xu” 幼科折衷序, in SSSKDS, 665–666. 
20  This “Chinese Compound”, an enclosed, walled settlement of about 230 to 130 metres, was established in 
1689 on a small flat hill close to the shore by an edge of Nagasaki harbour, a place which had formerly served 
as a “pleasure garden” half the size of Dejima with rare Japanese and foreign plants. Cf. Engelbert Kaempfer, 
Geschichte und Beschreibung von Japan. Aus den Originalhandschriften des Verfassers herausgegeben von Christian 
Wilhelm Dohm. Unveränderter Neudruck des 1777–1779 im Verlag der Meyerschen Buchhandlung in Lem-
go erschienen Originalwerks. Mit einer Einführung von Hanno Beck. 2 Bde. (Stuttgart: Brockhaus Komm.-
Gesch., 1964), vol. 2, 125. 
21  Xu Shihong, Jianghu shidai RiZhong mihua, 134; cf. also www.newtenka.cn/daming/03/jianghu/08.htm (ac-
cessed 27.10.2014). 
22  For details see Xu Shihong, Jianghu shidai RiZhong mihua, 135; www.newtenka.cn/daming/03/jianghu/08.htm 
(accessed 27.10.2014). 
23  He has a brief entry in Arthur W. Hummel, Eminent Chinese of the Ch’ing Period, 2 vols. (Taibei: SMC Publishing 
Inc., 1991), vol. 2, 720-721. 
24  Zhong repeatedly took the Military Selectee, Zhang Canruo 張澯若 from Hangcheng 杭城, to Japan as an 
archery trainer. With these transactions, he annually made a profit of a few thousand silver ingots (de yin 
shuqian 得銀数千). 
25  Wang Zhichun 王之春 (b. 1842) (author), Zhao Chunzhen 趙春震 (comment.), Qingchao Rouyuan ji 清朝柔
遠記 [Zhongwai jiaotong shiji congkan] (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2000), 4.72 and 76. The same information 
is also included in Unknown (author), Yangqiu shengbi 陽秋賸筆 (Beijing: Beijing guji chubanshe, 1999), 229. 
Qingdai yeshi congshu 清代野史叢書. 
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monk and a horse to Japan.26 These are only few examples that entered the sources, but there 
were certainly many more cases. Consequently, we see that both doctors and specialists pos-
sessing medicinal including veterinary knowledge were highly demanded in and secretly taken 
to Japan. 
One important figure in providing the Japanese with information on China was a certain 
Zhu Peizhang 朱佩章27, a doctor and Confucian scholar,28 native of Tingzhou 汀州, Fujian, 
who came to Japan in the second month of 1725 (Kyōhō 10) together with his two younger 
brothers, Zhu Zizhang 朱子章, and the already mentioned Zhu Laizhang. In the Kyōhō era, 
according to a later commentary to the work, Ogyū Sōshichirō 获生總七郎 was ordered to 
question Zhu Peizhang.29 Fukami Kudayū 深見九大夫 (1691–1773) recorded Zhu Peizhang’s 
replies to the questions and submitted them: 
 
“When in the early Kyōhō period, Fukami Kudayū – who was later also called [Fukami] Shinbei and who was 
the son of Kō Gentai 高玄岱 (1639–1722) – was ordered to go to Nagasaki in Hi(zen) province to investi-
gate matters related to medicinal plants30, he also received an instruction to question the Chinese who had ar-
rived at Nagasaki. The dialogue [between Fukami Kudayū and the Chinese] was later compiled as a book, re-
cording the replies of the Chinese from the Qing (empire), named Zhu Peizhang. …  
Mr Fukami was the representative for books and documents (shoseki bugyō 書籍奉行) at that time.” 
8th month, 1764. Recorded by Sōshōdō 双松堂 (unknown).”31 
 
The information Peizhang provided was subsequently recorded and circulated in Japan.32 Vari-
ous entries about his visits to Japan can be found in the Tsūkō ichiran通航一覧.33 The Japanese 
repeatedly questioned Zhu Peizhang and we know that they had a particular interest in medical 
questions. In the Tsūkō ichiran Zhu Peizhang and Zhu Laizhang are mentioned as Confucian 
doctors (Ruyi 儒醫).34 Zhu Zizhang, the second brother of Zhu Laizhang and also a doctor, is 
                                                 
26  Qingchao Rouyuan ji, 4.76. See also Tsūkō ichiran 通航一覧 (1853), edited by Hayashi Fukusai 林復斎 
(1800−1859) et al. (Ōsaka: Seibundō shuppan, 1967), vol. 5, 216.500. 
27  Ōba Osamu has drawn attention to a rare manuscript kept by the Iwase bunko 岩瀬文庫 in the Nishio 西尾 
Municipal Library in Aichi Prefecture entitled Ouji 偶記 and written by Zhu Peizhang. It carries a preface of 
the author dated to Kangxi 51 (1712) which notes that Zhu Peizhang from his early days was travelling across 
ten Chinese provinces making observations. His observations and experiences concerning life, culture and in-
stitutions resulted in the Ouji. We are also informed that Peizhang had a father-in-law named Li Zhifeng 李之
鳳 who carried on business by boat in Guangdong and was engaged in a military work together with his step-
father, a certain Mr Xue 薛. Cf. SSSKDS, 704; for a copy of the text see Ouji 偶記, in SSSKDS, 1-78. 
28  Tsūkō ichiran, vol. 5, 216.458.  
29  Ōba Osamu (ed.), Kyōhō jidai no Nit-Chū kankei shiryō, 728. 
30  Most probably he was responsible for that the trade with medicinal plants was carried out properly. 
31  Ōba Osamu (ed.), Kyōhō jidai no Nit-Chū kankei shiryō, 731. This passage is included in a copy of the Kyōhō 
hitsuwa 享保筆話 (1764) held by the Tōkyō University Library. There are more works with the title Shinchō 
tanji which have a slightly different content which may have to do with additional or other questions raised.  
32  One work was the Shinchō tanji 清朝探事 (Inquiries about China) – also known as Dai Shin chōya mondō 大清朝
野問答 (Questions and answers on the Great Qing Dynasty), a book that provided information about China and cir-
culated widely in Japan at that time,. In addition, we possess a report on questions and answers directly related 
to Zhu Peizhang – the Shioki kata mondōsho 仕置方問答書 (Questions and answers concerning governance). Shioki ka-
ta mondōsho, in SSSKDS, 79-108. 
33  Tsūkō ichiran, vol. 5, 216.459-468. 
34  Tsūkō ichiran, vol. 5, 216.458. 
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for example said to have explained the method of treating smallpox to Manao Shun’an 間野春
庵 and Yanagi Jotaku 柳如澤35  and was engaged in replying to questions from Imaōji 
Chika’aki 今大路親顯 and Kurimoto Zuiken 栗本瑞見 (or 栗本舟洲, 1756−1834), a noted 
zoologist of Japan.36 Zhu Zizhang was questioned by another Japanese physician, Ujita Un’an 
宇多田雲庵, who had received special permission to put queries to Zhu Zizhang. The con-
versions were later recorded in the Shu Shishō tō Ujita Un’an 朱子章答宇多田雲庵 (Zhu 
Zizhang replies to Ujita Un’an) and the Shu Shishō mondō 朱子章問答 (Questions and answers of Zhu 
Zizhang).37 Zizhang died in Japan in 1726 (Kyōhō 11).38 
 
The Hakusai shomoku 舶載書目 (Lists of books brought as cargo) held by the Archives and Mauso-
leum Department of the Imperial Household Agency in Japan and reprinted in Shushi sankyō 
daishū39 provides lists of books that were taken to Japan by Chinese merchants and physicians. 
Accordingly, a “doctor named [Zhao] Songyang 趙淞陽 brought books” to Japan, in all twen-
ty-one works of medical content.40 He reached Nagasaki on the Nanjing ship of a certain Gao 
Lingwen 高令聞 on the 9th day of the 1st month, 1736 (Kyōhō 21). Together with Gao 
Fuhuang 高輔皇, Wu Sulai 呉宿来, and his servant, Xu’an 徐安, they resided at the house of 
Kawama Yaheiji 河間八平次. Zhao is said to have been already sixty-three years old by that 
time, and he certainly examined patients in the private residence where he lived.41  
Also the list of books brought by Zhu Laizhang can attest to the importance of works 
with medical content, in all fifteen, two of them on horse medicine, out of seventy-six titles. 
Among them are, for example, the Yuan Heng liaoma ji 元亨療馬集 (Yuan and Heng collection on 
the medical treatment of horses) by Yuben Yuan 喻本元 and Yuben Heng 喻本亨 (16th century); 
the Yizong bidu 醫宗必讀 (Essential readings from the medical tradition of Li Zhongzi 李中梓 [1588–
1655]); the Guangqun fangpu 廣群芳譜 (Comprehensive botanical treatise of the Qing period) by Wang 
Xiangjin王象晉(jinshi 1604), Wang Hao 汪灝 (jinshi 1685), Zhang Yishao 張逸少 et al. (sub-
mitted 1708); the Jing Yue quanji 景岳全集 (Complete works of Zhang Jiebin 張介賓 [1563–1640]); 
the Yifang jianjing 醫方捷徑  (An easy introduction into medical prescriptions) edited by Wang 
Zongxian 王宗顯 (1619); the Zhenglei bencao 證類本草 (Classified pharmacopoeia) by Tang Shen-
wei 唐慎微 [fl c. 1082–after 1108] (c. 1082), or the Zhangshi yitong 張氏醫通 (Comprehensive 
knowledge on medicine by Mr Zhang) by Zhang Lu 張潞 [1617–1700]).42 
                                                 
35  This information comes from the first chapter of a work entitled Toseki sasaroku 屠赤瑣々録 (Detailed account 
of smallpox). Cf. Xu Shihong, Jianghu shidai RiZhong mihua, 137. 
36  Tsūkō ichiran, vol. 5, 216.459. 
37  Xu Shihong, Jianghu shidai RiZhong mihua, 137. 
38  Tsūkō ichiran, vol. 5, j.  216, p. 459. 
39  Hakusai shomoku 舶載書目,  in SSSKDS, 707-709. 
40  Xu Shihong, Jianghu shidai RiZhong mihua, 136. According to the Nagasaki jitsuroku taisei 長崎實錄大成 (Com-
pendium of vertiable records of Nagasaki), Zhao returned to China on the 28th day of the 8th month, 1729. 
41  Xu Shihong, Jianghu shidai RiZhong mihua, 135-136. 
42  According to Hakusai shomoku. Cf. also the discussion in Angela Schottenhammer, “Japan – the tiny Dwarf? 
Sino-Japanese Relations from the Kangxi to the Early Qianlong Reigns”, in Angela Schottenhammer (ed.), The 
East Asian Mediterranean – Maritime Crossroads of Culture, Commerce, and Human Migration [East Asian Maritime 
History 6] (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 2008), 331-388, here 351-356. 
 
 
 
 Angela Schottenhammer 
 
 
 
 
172 
Chinese scholars, on the other hand, were interested in rare classical Chinese texts that had long 
been lost in China but were still available in Japan. The flow of knowledge, however, basically 
continued to follow the China-Japan-direction. 
 
Chinese doctors also went to or were sent to the Ryūkyūs, obviously particularly upon request 
of the Ryūkyūan court. Chūzan seifu reports that in 1630 (Chongzhen 3) the Ryūkyūans request-
ed from the Ming court the dispatchment of a doctor in order to treat the disease of King Shō 
Hō’s 尚豊 (1621–1640) eldest son, Shō Kōkō尚恭公 Urasoe 浦添.43 He could, however, not 
be cured and died in the 2nd month the folllowing year (1631), as a consequence of which Shō 
Hō’s third son, Shō Ken尚賢 (1641–1647) became king after his father’s death. It has even 
been speculated that among the so-called thirty-six surnames or families that were sent to or 
emigrated to the Ryūkyūs in the early Ming period were also doctors.44 The Kyūyō states that 
during the reign of Emperor Hongwu (r. 1368–1398), when King Sattō 察度 (1355–1395) 
ruled on the Ryūkyūs, a good doctor was dispatched to cure the king whose left hand had been 
bitten by a poinsonous snake so that it had to be amputated. An official was asked to assist, 
whereupon a good doctor was ordered to carry out the operation.45 Under King Shō Tai 尚泰 
(1849–1879), in 1860, the physician Wu Deyi 吳德義 was dispatched to the Ryūkyūs to help 
with vaccinations against smallpox.46 
 As we have already seen above, Ryūkyūans regularly came to China to study medicine. Lü 
Fengyi, alias Tokashiki Tsūkan, whom we have already introduced above, is one prominent 
example. Already in 1477 (Chenghua 13), a member of a family called Song [Sō] Hiyashidō 松
氏比屋勢頭 came to China on board a ship of a Ryūkyūan tribute mission in order to study 
the art of making gunpowder for fireworks (yanhua yaofa 煙花藥法). He went to Min (Fujian) 
and from there to the capital; after having acquired the skills to make gunpowder, he returned 
to Ryūkyū. “Our country’s firework shows”, the Chūzan seifu continues, “started at that time” 
[本國為烟花戲自此而始]. 47 
Another famous Ryūkyūan physician who went to Fuzhou to study medicine was a certain 
Wei Shizhe 魏士哲 (1653–1738), zi Deming 徳明, Japanese Takamine Tokumei 高嶺德明 
(Gaoling Deming). He came in 1685 and studied for three years in China, returning again in 
1688 to continue his studies, this time with Huang Huiyou 黄會友.48 In 1743 came Yan 
                                                 
43  Chūzan seifu, vol. 3, 9. 
44  Seiki Inafuku, “The Dawn of Medical History in Okinawa”; part of a commemorative lecture by Dr. Seiki 
Inafuku (former president of the Okinawa Society of Child Health) given when he received the Higaonna 
Kanjun 東恩納寛惇 (1853–1915) Award in 2002 (www.cc.u-ryukyu.ac.jp/~socmedok/final_report/chap 
03. html, downloaded 2004). 
45  Kyūyō, fujuan 附卷  1, entry no. 50, 592. 
46  Kyūyō, fujuan 4, entry no. 179, 616. I have been unable so far to clearly identify Wu Deyi, but judging from his 
name he seems to have been a Chinese doctor. 
47  Chūzan seifu, vol. 1, 87. 
48  It is said that he successfully learned to operate on removing cracked lips. “Weishi jiapu 魏氏家譜” (4th 
generation), in Naha shishi henshū iinkai 那霸市史編集委員會 (ed.), Naha shishi shiryō (Naha shishi ziliao) 那
霸市史資料. (4th revised edition, Okinawa: 1979), j. 6, Kumemura kei kafu (Jiumicun xi jiapu 九米村係家譜), 
25–26.  
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Mengde 晏孟德, in 1777 Song Kaihui 松開輝, in 1824 Lü Fengyi, and in 1828 Song Jinglin 松
景林. In 1848 a delegation was sent to China to be instructed about smallpox prevention.49 
 
We also have cases where Japanese physicians worked for the Ryūkyūan court. The famous 
Japanese doctor Yamazaki Shuzō 山崎守三 (1554–1631; given name Nikyū 二休), for exam-
ple, worked as a court physician for King Shō Nei 尚寧 (1587–1620).50 Reportedly, he was was 
the first physician to arrive on Ryūkyū from Yamato in the first year of King Shō Nei’s reign 
and very successfully learned to practive Chinese medicine. He heard that many Chinese have 
regular intercourse with the Ryūkyūs due to the flourishing trade relations. He settled in Naha, 
was appointed court physician there and received the Chinese surname Ye 葉. When the 
Satsuma Shimazu clan came to invade the kingdom, Yamazaki Nikyū risked his life fighting 
against the invaders, but was taken prisoner by the Satsuma forces. He was on the verge of 
being executed, but was finally saved by the King.51 He died at the age of seventy-eight and six 
generations of his descendents served as physicians. 
 The first medical student from the Ryūkyūs who was sent to Japan to study is said to have 
been Yamazaki Shuyō 山崎守庸 (1611–1662), given name Kyūi 休意, Chinese name Ye Ziyi 
葉自意, the third son of Yamazaki Shuzō. He was ordered by the Ryūkyūan government to 
study first in Satsuma and then in Kyōtō in 1637 under Jutoku’an Genyū 寿徳院玄由52 and 
returned three years later. In later years, medical students were sent to study only in Satsuma 
and frequently went to Japan either on recommendation of the Ryūkyūan court or on orders of 
the Satsuma clan. 
 
The transfer of Bencao-knowledge (traditional pharmacognosy) 
Japanese interest in Chinese materia medica and the significant status of the Ryūkyū-Islands Sino-
Japanese relations is attested to in many documents. An early work that may be mentioned in 
this context is the Honzō wamyō 本草和名 (Japanese plant names of materia medica, 918) compiled 
by Fukae Sukehito 深江(根)輔仁 (fl. 900) and edited and annotated by Masamune Atsuo正
宗敦夫 (1881−1958). It was compiled to answer the question of which Japanese native plants 
would be adequate for the production of Chinese medicinal drugs. Together with his master, 
the Confucian doctor and traditional pharmaconicist Inō Jakusui 稲生若水 (1655−1715), 
Niwa Seihaku, whom we have already mentioned above, also compiled another book on natu-
ral history, the Shōbutsu ruisan 庶物類纂 (Compilation on all kinds of things). The Fukyū ruihō by 
Ryōteki Hayashi and Niwa Seihaku reached the Ryūkyūs from Japan in 1737 and also widely 
circulated there. Until 1770, for example, 175 kinds of insects and 848 kinds of medicinal plants 
had been collected in the local “Product Investigation Magistrate”, the Sanbutsu Torishirabe-bugyō 
產物取調奉行. Approximately 1,275 species had been provided by Satsuma, 1,000 alone by 
                                                 
49  For a list of students, including these names, coming to China during the Ming and Qing dynasties see Xie 
Bizhen 謝必震, Zhongguo y Liuqiu 中國輿琉球 (Xiamen: Xiamen daxue chubanshe, 1996), 248-249. 
50  Cf. Kinjō Kiomatsu 金城清松, “Ryūkyū igakushi kaisetsu” 琉球医学史概説, Tōkyō joshi ika daigaku zasshi 
東京女子医科大学雑誌, 33(11) (1963), 595-602, 596-597. 
51  Kyūyō, fujuan 1, entry no. 5, 583. 
52  He was a famous physician from Kyōtō. In 1618, for example, he was especially sent to Satsuma in order to 
cure the father of Shimazu Iehisa 島津家久 (1576–1638), Shimazu Yoshihiro 義弘 (1535–1619). 
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the Imperial Ship Administration (Ofune bugyō 御船奉行), what may be considered a proof of 
his importance in the whole undertaking of obtaining more knowledge on the medical use of 
Ryūkyūan and Japanese medicinal plants from China.58 He is also said to have added the anno-
tations and the details on the correspondence with Chinese specialists and who had ordered 
Wu Jizhi, who had come to Satsuma to collect and study local medicinal plants, to carry out this 
plan.59  
A series of Chinese specialists were asked to give advice, most of them from Fujian, but 
for example also four from Shanxi. Their names are listed in detail in the introductory remarks: 
Jingdu 京都: Deng Liren 鄧履仁, Zhou Zhiliang 周之良, Wu Meishan 吳美山;  
Jiangnan 江南: Xu Zhantai 徐瞻泰, Lu Shu 陸澍 (Yuzhuang 雨荘), Lu Taipu 陸太撲 (Suxing 素行), 
Jiang Songsan蔣嵩三;  
Zhejiang 浙江: Lu Jianqi 廬建其, Lu Mingzhai 陸明齋, Shen Zaoting 沈藻庭, Shao Yuanshi 邵元世;  
Jiangxi 江西: Xu Yongzhi 徐永枝, Wu Taimao 吳太茂, Wang Longsheng 王隆盛, Li Xu 李旭;  
Fujian 福建: Pan Zhenwei潘貞蔚 (Wenqi文起), Shi Jiachen 石家辰 (Guotan國倓), Sun Yan 孫琰 
(Jingshan 景山), Chen Zhuowei 陳倬爲 (Guanghan 光漢), Feng Yuexi 馮岳溪, Chen Taizhi 陳太枝 , 
Chen Biao 陳標 (Wenjin 文錦), Li Xingcheng 李興成, Lu Xiangchun 廬享春, Zhou Tianzhang 周天
章, Song Yiguan 宋宜觀, Lin Taiming 林太明, Lin Yinxuan 林殷塇 (Qisong 其嵩), Chen Jin’an 陳金
安 (Yichun 宜春), Cai He 蔡賀, Zheng Maoqing 鄭茂慶, Wu Yongdu 吳永都, Xu Guanchun 徐觀
春, Sheng Huanwen 盛焕文, Zhou Mingfa 周名發, Gao Linzhi 高林枝, Gao Wannian 高萬年, Xu 
Huai 徐淮 (Ziling子靈);  
Guangdong 廣東: Dai Wenyu 戴文煜 (Daoguang 道光), Dai Wenpei 戴文培 (Changlan 昌蘭), Yang 
Guodong 楊國棟, Chen Degong 陳得功;  
Shanxi 山西: Duan Huanzhang 段焕章, Cui Huanian 崔華年, Zhang Huanyuan 張奂逺, Wei 
Lingxian 威靈仙.60  
Five Ryūkyūans at least went to China to carry out this task: In 1782 (Qianlong 47), Shō Jōka 
向重華 went to Fujian to interrogate Chen Biao 陳標; in 1784 (Qianlong 49), Kō Shisei 紅之
誠 and Kin Bunka 金文和 went to Beijing to interrogate Deng Lüren 鄧履仁, Zhou Zhiliang 
周之良 and Wu Meishan 吳美山 from the famous Tongrentang 同仁堂-Pharmacy, and in 
1789 (Qianlong 54), Sai Ren 蔡濂 and Ō Hei’i 王秉彝 also went to Fujian to interrogate Lin 
Qigao 林其嵩. 
A preface to the Shitsumon honzō from 1834 (Tembō 5) was written by a certain Eigen 
Toshiyasu 营原利保, that is Maeda Toshiyasu 前田利保 (1800–1859), the daimyō of To-
yamahon 富山藩; another one written in 1835 (Tembō 6) stemmed from Tōgen Takayuki 藤
原高猷, alias Tōdō Takayuki 藤堂高猷 (1813–1895), the daimyō of Ise Tsuhon 伊勢津藩. 
The author of the first postscript is the scholar Shidachi Sadatomo 設薬貞丈 (1785–1837), a 
scholar in natural history. A second postscript stems from Sōgen 曾愿, a son of Sōhan. Ac-
cording to Shimazu Nariakira 島津齊彬 (1809–1858), the grandson of Shigehide, the work 
was printed in Edo. From a brief note following the preface, “Mura Kahei kizamu” 邨嘉平刻, 
                                                 
58  Takatsu Takashi, “Sakoku o koeta hakubutsugaku chōsa – Satsuma no Honzōgaku –”, 89-90. 
59  Zhiwen bencao, 3. 
60  Shitsumon honzō 質問本草 by Wu Jizhi [Go Keishi] 吴繼志, transl. by Harada Nobuo 原田禹雄, annot. by 
Takatsu Takashi 高津孝 (Okinawa: Gajumaru Books, 2002), 23-27. 
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we understand that the edition was finally printed by the famous blockprinter from Edo, Ki-
mura Kahei 木村嘉平 (1823–1886).61 
The basic question behind this compilation was how one should use medicinal plants on 
the basis of traditional Chinese medicine. The compilation of this work is therefore an out-
standing example for how interested members of the Japanese elite overcame or “transgressed” 
their country’s “sakoku” (selective seclusion)-policy and obtained knowledge on Chinese materia 
medica through unofficial channels via the Ryūkyūs. 
 
Medical treatment at the Liuqiu guan 琉球館 
We also know that Ryūkyūans came to Fujian to receive medical treatment in the so-called 
Liuqiu guan 琉球館 (Jap. Ryūkyūkan), the popular designation of a residence, which was par-
ticularly established during the Wanli (1573–1619) reign period to serve for the lodging of en-
voys and foreign guests in Fuzhou – the Rouyuan yi 柔遠驛.62 In addition, it was at the Liuqiu 
guan where mutual trade was officially organized. Supervising officials had to registrate all mer-
chants who came to the Liuqiu guan for trade as well as all commodities designed for trading 
purposes. Every ten days a report had to be handed in.63  
The risk of falling sick during sea travels had always to be taken into consideration.64 Dur-
ing the great maritime expeditions of the imperial eunuch Zheng He 鄭和 (c. 1371–1433) 
about 180 pharmacists and physicians are said to have been on board taking care of the health 
of the people and conducting research on foreign medicinal plants and drugs. That medical 
care was a concern for the organizers of the expeditions is clear from the impressive number of 
physicians who were enrolled to safeguard the physical condition of the crew. The exact figure 
is preserved in Ma Gong mu zhiming 馬公墓志銘 (Tomb Inscription of Lord Ma), discovered in 
1936, which mentions that 180 doctors accompanied each expedition.  
“(…) Among the officials that were commissioned by imperial order there were (…) and 180 doctors (…).”65 
 
                                                 
61  Over his work and personality, see for example Kimura Yoshitsugu 木村嘉次, Jibori han-gishi Kimura Kahei to 
sono kokuhon 字彫り版木師木村嘉平とその刻本 (Musashimurayama: Seishōdō shoten, 1980), or a websi-
te of Leuven University, Boekdrukkunst en Japan, in http://mediawiki.arts.ku- leuven.be/geschiedenis ja-
pan/index.php/Boekdrukkunst_in_Japan (accessed 29.05.2013). 
62  The term “rouyuan” 柔遠 is originally derived from Shangshu” 尚書, “Shundian” 舜典, and explained to mean 
“to give preferential treatment to people from far away, in order to demonstrate the intentions of the court 
gently to cherish them” (cf. James Legge, The Chinese Classics, vol. III, The Shoo King, 42). 
63  Huang Guosheng 黄國盛, Yapian zhanzheng zhiqian Dongnan sisheng haiguan 鴨片戰爭之前東南四省 海關. 
(Fuzhou: Fujian renmin chubanshe, 2000), 358. 
64  One of the earliest references to a kind of “maritime medicine” seems to be a passage in the Warring States 
work Zhuangzi. There, a medicine is mentioned used by sailors to avoid chapped hands. Harvard Yenching In-
stitute, A Concordance of Chuang Tzu, Sinological Index Series Supplement No. 20. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University, 1956). 
65  Ma Gong muzhiming 馬公墓志銘, in Zhongguo hanghaishi yanjiuhui 中國航海史研究會 (ed.), Zheng He 
jiashi ziliao 鄭和家史資料 (Beijing: Renmin jiaotong chubanshe, 1985), 1. 
 
 
 
Exchange of Medicinal Knowledge 
 
177
 
These doctors appear to have been either dispatched by the Imperial Academy of Medicine 
(Ming Taiyi yuan 明太醫院) or recruited from among the people. Some of them are even 
known by name.66 
Emperors, too, paid great attention to the health condition of their soldiers and officials in 
foreign regions and on board of ships, in particular in the case of military expeditions or diplo-
matic missions. In the hot and humid climate of south and southeast China, for example, the 
danger of malaria and miasmatic diseases was relatively great. And people from the northern 
parts of China were especially sensitive to such diseases. In this context, the Qianlong emperor, 
for example, sent medicinal drugs believed to be efficacious against malaria and fever in general 
from Peking to the south together with other documents via the postal system: toad venom 
cakes (chansuding 蟾酥錠; Bufonis venenum) and asafoetida (aweiyao 阿魏藥; Ferula foetida Regel or 
Ferula asa foetida Linn.)67, a gum-resin commonly used in medicine. It is a powerful nervine 
stimulant and, taken orally, also promotes digestion.68  
 
As we have seen above, the Ryūkyūs, even more than Japan, lacked sufficient and qualified 
physicians and medical specialists. Many Ryūkyūans consequently went to Fuzhou to receive 
medical treatment if they could afford this. The famous Chinese historian Fu Yiling 傳衣凌, 
went to Fuzhou in 1947, in order to study the history of the Rouyuan yi. In the course of his 
studies, he also interviewed a Chinese doctor named Gao Runsheng 高潤生. Gao Runsheng 
could still very well remember the situation during the late Qing period Rouyuan yi and told Fu 
Yiling that he himself had still cured patients from the Ryūkyūs when he was young.69  
And for the Chinese it was obviously also a question of honour that foreign emissaries, of-
ficials, and guest in general should not fall sick when staying in China and that they should be 
cured when arriving there sick. A particular responsibility of the Liuqiu guan consisted, thus, in 
the treatment of sick persons from the Ryūkyūs. The Qing government obviously laid great 
importance on their medical treatment. Probably, it was a question of good reputation and 
even considered a shame when somebody died after having reached the Liuqiu guan. This is at 
least suggested by many entries in Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian or in some cases also 
Chūzan seifu 中山世譜, which mention the death of envoys or other persons from the 
Ryūkyūs.70 For example:71 
                                                 
66  For a more detailed discussion cf. Mathieu Torck, Avoiding the Dire Straits: An Inquiry into Food Provisions and 
Scurvy in the Maritime and Military History of China and Wider Asia [East Asian Maritime History 5] (Wiesbaden: 
Otto Harrassowitz, 2009), 165 et seq. 
67  Miandang 緬檔. Qianlong 32B, 143, and Qianlong 34A, 19. Manuscript of the National Palace Museum Tai-
bei. Cf. Sylvie Pasquet, L’Évolution du Système Postal. La Province Chinoise du Yunnan a l’Époche Qing (1644-1911). 
(Paris: Collège de France, 1986), 218-219. Mémoires de L’Institut des Hautes Études Chinoises, vol. XXVIII. 
68  Isaac H. Burkill, A Dictionary of the Economic products of the Malay Peninsula. 2 vols. (Oxford, London: Oxford 
University Press, 1935), 999. 
69  Fu Lang, “Qingdai Zhongguo yaocai”, 694, quotes Sa Shiwu 薩士武, Fu Yiling 傳衣凌, Hu Jixin 胡寄馨, 
Fujian duiwai maoyishi yanjiu 福建對外貿易研究 (Fuzhou: Fujian sheng yanjiuyuan kexue yanjiusuo, 1948), 59. 
70   Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian 清代中琉關係檔案續編. 
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1994), passim. The documents in this volume are bilingual Manchu and Chinese. 
Chūzan seifu, passim. The Chūzan seifu 中山世譜 also reports when people died at the Liuqiu  guan (for exam-
ple vol. 2, 159). 
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– 1736: “The censor (ermu guan 耳目官), Mao Guangrun 毛光潤 (Mō Kōjun), on the 23rd day of the 10th 
month, went on board a ship in our country. On sea, there were frightening great waves, and he got wet, 
caught a cold, and fell sick. A physician was engaged to cure (him), (but he) was not healed. In the first year of 
the (reign period) Qianlong (1736), in the 12th month, on the 12th day, at the time between 5 and 7 p.m., he 
died in the Rouyuan yi in Fujian.”72 
 
– 1759: “The censor, Mao Shijun 毛世俊 (Mō Seishun), was infected by a common disease of that time 
(shizheng 時症). The treatment of a physician did not show any (positive) result, and in Qianlong 24 (1759), at 
the beginning of the 6th month, on the 5th day, he died in the embassy hostel.”73 
 
– 1766: “The vice-tributary-envoy and state senior consultant (zhengyi dafu正議大夫), Zheng Binghe 鄭秉和 
(Tei Heitetsu), was infected and got a diarrhoea (libing 痢病); a doctor was called, but medical treatment was 
not successful; in Qianlong 31 (1766), 7th month, 23rd day, he died in the embassy hostel during the time be-
tween 9 and 11 a.m..”74 
 
– 1768: “The vice-tributary-envoy and state senior consultant, Ruan Dading 阮大鼎 (Gen Daitei), died dur-
ing the journey from disease. An investigation of the reason [why he had passed away] showed that the said 
official had first, in the 11th month of Qianlong 32 (1767) on his way to the capital in the Qingtuo 青駝-
Temple in Lanshan 藍山 county, caught a phlegm/asthma (tanzheng 痰症) and then became hemiplegic. Af-
ter he had arrived in the capital, …a physician was dispatched, (but) the curing of the pustules was not effec-
tive. …(Later), he was buried in a coffin worth 20 silver liang.”75 
 
– 1775: “…in the 40th year of the (reign period) Qianlong (1775), on the 24th day of the 7th month, the vice-
tributary-envoy and state senior consultant, Cai Yi 蔡懿 (1716–1775)76, got an infection with malaria (nueji疟
疾) and fell sick. Immediately, a physician from the Liuqiu guan (?) (Qiuyi 球醫) was ordered to cure him, (but) 
he was not healed. On the 20th day of the 8th month at the time between 5 and 7 p.m. he passed away. Ac-
cording to the local interpreter Feng Zhangzao 馮長藻 (Hyō Chōsō) and others it was reported that the vice 
tributary envoy Cai Yi had been infected by malaria and fallen sick. Subsequently, he underwent the medical 
treatment of the Ryūkyūan physician Tō Zenshō 湯善紹 (Tang Shanshao) from (?) Tokeshi 渡慶次.77 
However, the medical treatment was not successful, and he (consequently) passed away. As a matter of course, 
                                                                                                                                            
71  The following examples are no literal word-to-word translations but provide the esential information on 
diseases and deaths taken from the documents. 
72  Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian, 9-10. On the 12th day of the 4th 
month of Qianlong 17 (1752) a memorial supported by the General of Fuzhou Xinzhu 新柱, who simulta-
neously responsible for the customs affairs in Min, said that Liuqiu reports about the death of the Ryūkyū king 
on the 29th day of the 1st month of 1751 (Qianlong 16) (pp. 206-207). Here, it is said, for example, that all the 
medical drugs did not show a (positive) result (p. 206). 
73  Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian, 421. 
74  Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian, 553-554; a second document 
also mentions this occurance (p. 557). 
75  Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian, 589. 
76   Kumemura kei kafu 九米村係家譜, 266, in Kafu shiryō 家譜資料, vol. 2, ed. by Naha shishi henshūshitsu 那霸
市史編集室. Shiryōhen 資料編, 1-6. Naha shishi 那霸市史. Naha: Nahashi yakusho, 1980. 
77  It is not absolutely clear if the text refers to one single person only (隨經球醫湯善紹渡慶次調治); I sus-
pect so, as Tokeshi is simply a surname and may also be interpreted as a place name. 
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the evidence of the reason for his death was gathered from the statements of the Ryūkyū officials, the physi-
cian and from Feng Zhangzao.”78 
 
– 1779–80: “The Ryūkyūan chief interpreter Liang Tingshu 梁廷樞 (Ryō Teisū) has caught asthma on the 
19th day of 2nd month of Qianlong 44 (1779) and died two days later in the metropolitan guest 
house; …because the vice-tributary-envoy, state senior consultant Cai Huan蔡煥, had got phlegmatic asthma 
during the first ten-day period of the first month of Qianlong 45 (1780), and the medical treatments of a 
Ryūkyūan physician was not effective, and also the medication and care of an official physician did not show 
any positive results, he was escorted to Suzhou on the 6th day of the 4th month by the official, Liu Ju 劉擧, to 
be cured by another doctor, but also this medication was not effective. He became seriously ill and passed 
away on the 29th day of the same month.”79 
 
– 1782: “The vice tributary envoy Mao Jingchang 毛景昌(Mō Keishō) got ill on the way back to Ryūkyū in 
Pucheng 浦城 county and died on the 20th day of the 4th month of Qianlong 47 (1782).”80 
 
Following the idea of “being gracious to those from afar” it was at least a loss of face if guests, 
especially if they were envoys or diplomats, regardless of their place of origin, passed away in 
the Liuqiu guan or the state guesthouse (Huitong guan 會同館) in the capital Beijing. In this con-
text, the Qing government also felt obliged to care for the burial and funeral of their guests. 
Comparable to the social functions of huiguan (“guild houses”), the Liuqiu guan or the Huitong 
guan also donated money for funerals including coffins and graves, probably also in public cem-
eteries, as well as for medical drugs and medication. This was considered a moral obligation in 
treating graciously those from afar. 
 
Conclusion 
The examples introduced above show that a vivid human exchange of doctors and students of 
medicine and pharmaceutics, as well as an exchange of medicinal books and knowledge, espe-
cially on Chinese traditional medicine and pharmacopoeia, was carried on in the triangle of 
China, Japan and the Ryūkyūs – despite the fact that China and Japan had no official diplomat-
ic relations during the period under investigation here. In this context, the Ryūkyūs played a key 
role as intermediary of knowledge, human beings, and medicinal drugs. While China directly 
supported the Ryūkyūs with medicinal knowledge, drugs and doctors, the Japanese, having no 
direct access to these Chinese products, functionalized, one might say, the China-Ryūkyū trib-
ute relations for their own purposes and tried to smuggle what they required. The Japanese 
social and ruling elites, highly interested in Chinese medicinal knowledge, drugs and doctors, 
openly supported clandestine trade in this respect. Much of the human, cultural and economic 
interaction that took place during this period was consequently if not of inofficial at least of 
half-official character. Especially the ruling elite of Satsuma used the island country to get ac-
                                                 
78  Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian, 721. The fact is repeated several 
times within the document. It appears as if the Qing authorities intended to unload any responsibility or guilt 
from their shoulders. The entry in the Kumemura kei kafu, 266, states that in 1775 (Qianlong 39), he was sent to 
Min as Grand Master for Proper Consultation (zhengyi dafu) of a tribute mission together with the censor (ermu 
guan), Shō Sūyū 向崇猷, but died 1775 in the Rouyuan yi of Min after having been infected by a disease. 
79  Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian, 821. 
80  Zhongguo diyi lishi dang’anguan (ed.), Qingdai ZhongLiu guanxi dang’an xubian, 830. 
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cess to required texts and prescriptions, materia medica, drugs and people. The Qing government, 
on the other hand, at least tacitly tolerated the fact that the Ryūkyūs played this kind of inter-
mediary role. In the eyes of the Qing Japan’s interest in Chinese medicine may have been con-
sidered a sign of Japan’s dependency on Chinese commodities81 or perhaps even a kind of indi-
rect, tacit submission? 
It has also become evident that although the Japanese made much progress in the fields of 
medicine and pharmacology, it was Chinese medicinal knowledge on materia medica, pre-
spriptions and formulas et cetera that was considered “the standard” and that was highly de-
manded in East Asia at that time. And people, knowledge, texts, herbs, plants, and drugs fol-
lowed interaction routes of tribute, trade, and smuggling – up to kidnapping medically educated 
specialists. 
Finally, investigating these early modern “medicinal networks”, we can clearly discern the 
increasing active involvement of merchants, physicians and official personalities and institutions 
– up to daimyōs, kings and emperors. Since the late sixteenth, early seventeenth century at the 
latest Buddhist monks did, thus, no longer play the dominant role within these networks of 
interaction.  
 
 
 
  
                                                 
81  This is a phrase that repeatedly occurs in memorials on Japan. Morsen麥爾森, a spy and secret agent who 
was dispatched to Japan to inquire about the about the circumstances of trade and commerce in general but 
also about naval activities there, had already talked about this in his report to the Kangxi emperor. Also entries 
in the Shizong Xianhuangdi zhupi yuzhi repeatedly mention this, for example a memorial from 1729 states that 
the “tiny dwarf Japan (Riben cui’er 日本蕞爾) is completely dependent on the commodities sold by merchants 
of our Heavenly Dynasty for its provisions” (see for example Shizong Xianhuangdi zhupi yuzhi 世宗憲皇帝硃
批諭旨 by Yongzheng 雍正 (1677–1735) and Qianlong 乾隆 (1711–1799), 177.30b, in Siku quanshu, fasc. 
423). 
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Cover of the Kagoshima Library edition of the Shitsumon honzō 質問本草 (Shitsumon honzō 質問本草 by 
Wu Jizhi [Go Keishi] 吴繼志, transl. by Harada Nobuo 原田禹雄, annot. by Takatsu Takashi 高津孝. 
(Okinawa: Gajumaru Books, 2002), photo 1). 
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List of Chinese specialists interrogated to give advice on Ryūkyūan materia medica (Shitsumon honzō, 2002, 
23).  
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List of Chinese specialists interrogated to give advice on Ryūkyūan materia medica (Shitsumon honzō, 2002, 
24).  
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List of Chinese specialists interrogated to give advice on Ryūkyūan materia medica (Shitsumon honzō, 2002, 
25).  
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Polygonatum root [Polygonati Huangjing Rhizoma] (huangjing 黃精) (Shitsumon honzō, 2002, 114). 
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Botanical and medicinal description of the Polygonatum root (Shitsumon honzō, 2002, 115).  
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Indian Coral Tree (“tigu” 梯沽; Erythrina variegata L. var. orientalis Merr) (Shitsumon honzō, 2002, photo 4). 
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